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	1. Chapter 1 - An Awkward Beginning

There was a soft wind blowing from the west, and it hummed a gentle lullaby to Marianne as she stared sleepily at the tall grasses and trees moving slowly past the window of her carriage. The clouds hung low and lazy in the sky as the setting sun glimmered in between them, creating a sparkling mosaic. It reassured her that the next year—her father would have called it an "adventure"—was not going to be as altogether horrible as it had been suggested it would be.

Her dearest friend Liza Pinedale, had spun a surprisingly dark tale, though Marianne had learned early in their acquaintance to take everything Liza told her with a grain of salt. Her friend enjoyed embellishing her tales to illicit others' reactions. She warned her friend not to partake in idle gossip, and brushed the notion off as nothing but a rumor. Sadly, the whispers and stories that reached her ears during her long journey to Windcrest Manor had lent themselves completely to what Liza had said. One traveler spoke of the owner of the great estate—Lord Barnabus McGregor—as a philanderer and a cad, saying he had taken at least six wives in his near forty years, replacing one with the next, and abandoning them all in due course. Another insisted he'd built his fortune by murdering each of his brides after receiving her dowry.

By the time Marianne met the private carriage Lord McGregor had sent for her, she was quite nearly terrified. Following her own advice had proved to be very difficult, having never met the man herself, but she was determined to give this experience a fighting chance. As she gazed out the carriage window at the extensive grounds of the estate, she found her fear overtaken by curiosity. What sort of person was Lord McGregor? So far, all she knew was that the man was unsociable and wealthy—enough so that she was surprised at the lack of care the estate seemed to receive. The road upon which he travelled was unused and overgrown, and jostled the carriage about a bit more violently than she would have preferred, but she'd been told that Lord McGregor used it only twice a year, and that his servants had their own road into town.

She wondered at his reasons for keeping himself locked so far away from the world. Why would he hide himself away? Surely a murderer wouldn't be able to keep a house full of staff, so he must have a different reason. Was he ill, she wondered? Crippled? Weak in the head? _Hush!_ She chided herself; what right did she have to make such wild speculations about a man she had never met? She quickly resigned herself to the notion that the man must simply prefer solitude, and let her curiosity fade.

It was half an hour before the Manor came into view. Marianne could see the glint of ivory marble behind what seemed to be vines attempting to overtake the manor entirely, growing up from what she guessed was a garden, left to go wild years ago. She supposed it had been a very fine, handsome building in its day, but now it loomed, dark and rather gloomy, against the pale pink of the sunset.

As she took in the sight of the manor, and the pastel painted sky beyond it, her thoughts returned to Lord McGregor, and she began to wonder what he might look like. She imagined a stout, stocky, bearded man with flaming red hair, and an incomprehensible accent. She pictured him stomping around the estate, muttering crossly to himself. She quietly mumbled his name in her best brogue, and stifled a giggle as the carriage drew closer to her temporary home.

* * *

><p>Lord McGregor sat stiffly in his study, hand to his forehead, his expression one of dismay and agitation.<p>

"Bog, darling," Griselda pleaded with her son, "I can understand your uneasiness after being without significant company for so many years, but think of how refreshing it will be to have a new face in the house! Do you not find it the least bit exciting?" She clasped her small, plump hands together before her chest and sighed.

"To be perfectly honest," Bog retorted coldly, his brogue harsh, "I cannae say that I intend to have any contact whatsoever with the child. She is my aunt's business, not mine." Griselda brought her hands down to rest on her hips, and gave Bog a look that suggested she had grown weary of their conversation,

"She is not so very young dear, perhaps a year or two over twenty,"

"Anyone ten or more years my junior is a child," Bog mumbled, and his mother huffed,

"She simply hasn't had the advantages we've been afforded. Your aunt Plumb wrote to me just last week, singing the young lady's praises. So much potential, she says! She sounds like lovely company, and expect you to be cordial." Bog leveled an exasperated look at his mother.

"I have afforded her the luxury of dwelling in my home for the duration of her stay, and I dare say that is sufficient exchange for the few interactions that simply cannae be avoided. Should she require anything else of me, she would have to be a useful sort of girl, for which I have very little hope if she is, as you say, lacking even an elementary education."

"You are too cruel," Griselda snapped, standing herself up as tall as she could—which unfortunately still only put her at eye level with Bog's chest—and glared at him, "I will not have you spewing falsehoods at my expense, nor anyone else's. Whatever she may be, Miss Faedelle does not deserve such ill treatment, and you will make a concerted effort to improve yourself before she arrives." Griselda turned on her heel and all but marched out of the room, leaving Bog no less displeased with the situation, if slightly more bewildered.

He rubbed his temple and settled back into his armchair. When had he given either his mother or his aunt, loved as they were by him, the impression that he would not only allow, but revel in the idea of a stranger living in his home? It would seem his senses had simply abandoned him at the moment when Plumb had pleaded with him for the use of the rear wing of his home in order to be a proper benefactor so some "Poor young thing" who needed her guidance and societal pull. The garden, when she requested the use of it, he'd encouraged her to do what she pleased with, as years of overgrowth had rendered it all but useless. If his aunt's intention was to have this Miss Faedelle pulling his weeds for the next twelve months, perhaps she was not as useless as he had asserted. Bog chuckled at the thought, and leaned his head against the chair back; eyes closed, and listened to the breeze rustling the curtains through the open window.

After a moment, another sound met his ears, and he turned to see one of his carriages—the one his mother had insisted he send to fetch their guest—coming up the drive below him. He sighed deeply, resigning himself begrudgingly to his role as host, and straightened his waistcoat as he made his way down to the foyer.

* * *

><p>The grand walls of Windcrest Manor shown even more magnificently up close as Marianne's carriage drew further up the drive. The windows, some standard glass, others stained with vibrant colors, sparkled blindingly as the sun burned bright on the horizon. The overgrown vines that had threatened to swallow the manor at a distance, now gave it a sort of charm, and rather reminded her of the ivy climbing the walls of a cottage she'd known in her childhood. It was truly a very beautiful house, and she supposed that Lord McGregor could not be so horrible to live in such a lovely place. He had been kind enough to allow both she and his aunt to make use of it for such an extended amount of time, even having never been acquainted with her, though that was likely for the love of his aunt, she surmised.<p>

Silvia Plume, or Aunt Plumb, as she'd been encouraged to call her, was a sunny, spirited woman who was nearly the heart of the town where Marianne had come upon her. After the passing of Marianne's father, and the happy and advantageous marriage of her younger sister to a gentleman in the north of England, Marianne had found herself alone with naught but her wits. Aunt Plumb had been kinder to her than anyone in her time of need, and she would do whatever was needed to show her immense gratitude, even if it meant spending an entire year living in the home of the enigmatic Lord McGregor.

The carriage came to a halt in the shade of one of the many birch trees that lined the main driveway, and Marianne gathered her courage as the driver stretched, and opened the door, offering her his hand. She took it gingerly, and stepped slowly out into the speckled sunlight. She thanked the driver and turned, smoothing her skirts, to see a small, plump woman she didn't recognize shuffling happily toward her, arms outstretched.

"Welcome, Welcome! Such a pleasure at last, my dear sister Silvia has told me so much about you!" Griselda took one of Marianne's hands in her own and squeezed it. "My name is Griselda, dear, Griselda McGregor. I'm so pleased to have you staying with us, Miss Faedelle, truly!" Marianne relaxed and smiled,

"Please, call me Marianne. I'm pleased to be here, thank you." Griselda beamed back at her, and gave the staff that had accompanied her brief directions as to where their guest would be staying, and then headed toward the front staircase with Marianne in tow. She inquired after the details of Marianne's trip as they made their way up the stairs toward the large double front doors. As they neared the top, one of the doors opened suddenly, and Marianne paused on the steps. Out stepped one of the tallest men she'd ever seen—well over six foot, she was absolutely certain.

He was lean through the middle, but broad chested with wide shoulders. His legs were long, and the way he stood, with his hands clasped behind his back and his posture perfect, Marianne was sure he was the _only_ man she'd ever met to whom the word graceful could be applied. His hair was a dark, chestnut brown, of medium length, and the left side was smoothed behind his ear, while the right hung freely, framing his eyes. Marianne swallowed nervously. The man's eyes were a bright, clear blue, and his expression was intense. His chin was long and slightly pointed, and his nose followed suit. She supposed for a split second that these were characteristics that many of her immediate acquaintance might have found off-putting, but she found it quite appealing, and rather fascinating.

Marianne realized a moment too late that she was quite obviously staring at the man, finally looking away when he narrowed his eyes at her. Griselda caught his expression and swatted him on the arm,

"Bog, dear, behave!" She whispered loudly, much to Lord McGregor's chagrin.

"Mother, please," he responded calmly, keeping his expression indifferent and extending his hand toward Marianne. "Pleased to make your acquaintance, I am Lord Barnabas McGregor. Welcome to Windcrest Manor," Marianne took his hand gently and curtsied, marveling at the way his name actually sounded when he spoke it,

"Marianne Faedelle, my Lord. Thank you for so generously welcoming me into your beautiful home, I hope my presence will not be an inconvenience." Marianne met his gaze again, and for a split second, she could see what could only be described as bewildered confusion in his eyes before his mask of indifference returned.

"As do I," he replied curtly, bowing quickly before releasing her hand and retreating back into the house. Marianne's smile fell as she watched him go, and she wondered if she had somehow already managed to offend him.

"Did I-?" She began, but Griselda cut her off,

"No, no, dear, he's just been in poor spirits recently. Don't you fret over it; he'll be himself again before we know it." Griselda's words were more of a personal hope than an outright fact, but she'd wager her late husband's fortune that Marianne's big brown eyes were just what her son needed.

* * *

><p>Bog returned to his study, frustrated and more bewildered than ever. What on earth had come over him? His interaction with the young woman had been nothing out of the ordinary, aside, perhaps, from his unpleasant glaring, which he knew she had not deserved. He paced beside the now-darkened window, attempting to discover what had unnerved him so. Had it been her hand, so small and delicate in his as she spoke her name? Or perhaps it was her gentle voice, so musical in quality and kind as she thanked him for something he had only moments before condemned as an utter annoyance.<p>

_Nae_, he thought; it was her eyes, the way she looked at him, as if she could see into his soul. They were honest, and curious, and full of wonder as she had gazed at him, where in others' he had grown accustomed to seeing only fear, or disgust. He knew he was not an attractive man, and had certainly been told so, but what had maimed both his reputation and his character were the hideous rumors that had hung like poison upon the lips of the townsfolk ever since—

He shut the thought away, clenching his right hand into a fist and bringing it down onto the arm of his chair as he sat once more. He cursed himself internally for not managing to keep his composure upon their first meeting, knowing that his rude and rather abrupt behavior would have to be apologized for. He would need a small flight of whisky in the morning before doing so; for the life of him, he didn't know how he was going to face those eyes of hers without it.

* * *

><p>Griselda led Marianne through the foyer toward the grand staircase, chirping excitedly about the history of the manor, and the town. As she moved tentatively through the unfamiliar space, Marianne couldn't keep herself from staring upward in awe as the low entryway gave way to a high, ornate ceiling, decorated with diamond patterns and depictions of mythology. Even three stories above her head, she could make out scenes of a great battle between faeries and goblins set amidst a lush, green garden. The murals were dispersed in an even checkered pattern with gold textured panels, which perfectly complemented the dark oak moldings along the base of the walls on each floor. The walls themselves were painted a warm burgundy, and covered in faded paintings of everything from landscapes, to portraits, to pieces more abstract than any she'd ever seen. In the center, a sparkling chandelier spiraled downward into a point, a crystal dagger gleaming brilliantly as the light of day faded behind the hills<p>

Two rings of polished oak banisters circled above her head, the lower dipping down before her, elegantly framing the staircase as she and Griselda approached it, and the higher resting as a halo would upon an angel. Once again Marianne felt her heart fill with hope, and she vowed then and there that she would not allow herself to be put off or upon by her short-tempered host, however often and arbitrarily he might choose to be cross with her.

The two ladies ascended the staircase, and Griselda herded Marianne to the right, and stopped as they reached another door. It was made of a pale wood, and carved intricately with flowers interwoven with Celtic knots. Marianne brushed the detailing lightly with her fingers as she marveled at the craftsmanship. Griselda chuckled softly, and Marianne glanced up to see the older woman looking pleased, yet forlorn.

"My late husband had this door commissioned as a…a wedding present," the words seemed to stick in her throat. Marianne was moved by the sudden tenderness in Griselda's voice, but expressions of empathy were hardly her strong suit.

"I'm very sorry," she cleared her throat, "for the loss of your husband," she mumbled, giving Griselda a soft smile. Griselda shook her head quickly and patted the young woman's hand.

"Forgive me dear, just a fit of nostalgia," she waved off Marianne's uncomfortable expression, "This will be your private drawing room while you're staying with us," the door opened with a soft _click_, and the landing was flooded with soft candlelight from gilded chandelier within.

Marianne gasped softly as the room unfolded before her. The walls in the drawing room were a muted olive green, and covered in delicate crisscrossing vines, embellished with pale pink flowers in full bloom. Brocade curtains of a dusty lavender obscured her view of the back garden, but she doubted it made much of a difference, having glimpsed its current state.

There was an antique desk in the center of the room which, at the moment, was bare of pen and paper, inkpot, and ledger. There were three large armchairs, and a love seat, and all the upholstery was faded on one side; Clearly the morning sun had known this furniture for quite some time. There was a sizeable bookcase taking up a great deal of the far right wall, and a small side table that Griselda claimed contained sewing supplies. Everything appeared to have been recently dusted, for all the polished surfaces reflected the chandelier's glow immaculately. It truly looked as though someone had come along and breathed new life into the room, after years of neglect, and that the room was grateful for it. Marianne took in her surroundings, turning slowly and absorbing the room, and Griselda eyed her fondly. She knew Bog would object to her choice of quarters for their guest, but she had run out of ways to try and make her son face his past, so this would have to do.

Marianne's smile far outshined the candles as she turned around to express her thanks.

"It is absolutely perfect," she beamed, "I cannot thank you enough for your hospitality." Griselda waved her off again as though it were the least she could do.

"Your private room is through there, dear," she said, pointing to the door beside the bookcase, "And on the other side is a music room. Do you play the pianoforte?" she inquired.

"Yes, a little," Marianne she admitted awkwardly. She was loath to identify her proclivity for music as she so despised being forced to play for an audience. As it was, however, expected of young ladies to entertain in such ways, she would play when it was demanded of her, and bit her tongue for her father and sister's sakes. It had been suggested, on more than one occasion, that she attempt to play with decidedly less physical force.

"Well, we have a lovely instrument, a gift from my late husband and myself to Bog…rather, Barnabas, when he was young. Such a waste of talent," she added, seemingly speaking to herself, "He was so gifted, and he has a pianist's hands, just as you do," she smiled, taking Marianne's hands in her own and studying them appreciatively. They were small compared to Bog's, as most were, but she had long, slender fingers that enabled her to glide across the keys quickly and easily. Marianne blushed at the woman's attention and proximity, but was quickly coming to terms with the fact that the Lady McGregor was a bit of an unusual and unconventional woman, and Marianne couldn't find any fault in the fact.

Griselda released her hands with another swift pat,

"Please, play as often as you like, dear. Heaven knows this old house misses its music." Marianne nodded as Griselda made her way to the door, turning to wish her a good night, before leaving the young woman alone with her thoughts once again. Marianne let out a long, relieved sigh. She had survived the day, and her journey to Windcrest, and her introductions to her ill-tempered host and his slightly eccentric mother. _How my life has changed_, she thought, glancing at her refection in the mirror on the opposite wall. _Tomorrow will be a new day_, she told herself; _ A new start._


	2. Chapter 2 - A New Arrangement

The morning brought with it the freshness of a new day, and Marianne woke calmly, the sweetness of her dreams vague, but still adrift in her mind. She rubbed her eyes and stared at the ceiling for a moment, then sat up slowly. The cool sunlight of streamed through the small gap in the drapes, and she could just make out the small specks of dust dancing in it. Stretching, she slipped out of bed and made her way across the room to the large bay window. Pulling back the curtains, she was pleased to find that a love seat had been built onto the window sill. She tucked her right leg underneath her as she settled upon it, and gazed dreamily out the window.

The back garden was mangled and brown, save for the vines that stretched up the walls and over the window, partially obscuring her view. _Self-sufficient little things_, she mused. The rising sun cast a warm glow on the struggling fauna, and the subtle illumination gave it a sort of magical quality. Marianne's warm breath blew puffs of condensation against the glass as she drew closer, craning to see around the vines as she suddenly spotted a green house on the far side of the garden. The vines had nearly swallowed it completely, but the sun betrayed its whereabouts as small, bare sections of the dull green roof glinted in the light.

Silvia had mentioned that they would be using the garden, which Marianne assumed meant that something would be done to improve it relatively soon. Given his disposition upon greeting her, it was clear that Lord McGregor was not altogether pleased with the arrangement, so it was hard to imagine him exhausting any sort of expense on reviving the deteriorating wildlife for her benefit. _He must either love his aunt very much, or be very frightened of her_, she thought with a laugh.

As Marianne sat day dreaming, she reached up absent mindedly and drew a pattern in the condensation, and the stinging cold of the moisture upon her finger sent a shiver through her body. She wrapped her arms around herself, rubbing gently for warmth, but at length the cold caught up with her, and she hopped off the window seat to dig through her trunks for her dressing gown. The trunks were redwood and cherry, inlaid with a delicately swirling brass trim. They had been her mother's, and Marianne felt exceedingly fortunate to have been bestowed such a keepsake. Her hair hung over her shoulder in a long, loose braid as she rummaged through her night dresses, making a mental note that she must spend part of the day unpacking and organizing her rooms.

She pulled free her dressing gown and slipped it on just as there was a soft knock at her bedroom door. She hugged her self again, this time in modesty, and perched herself on the edge of her bed.

"Come in," she called, wary of who it might be. The door opened to reveal a small woman with white-blond hair, holding a tea tray. She gave Marianne a respectful curtsy,

"I am Innis, my Lady. I brought your morning tea, and I am here to help you dress." Marianne blinked, confused and slightly embarrassed by the implication of Innis' words.

"Forgive me, Innis. I…uh…" she stuttered, "there is no need to refer to me as…I am merely a guest of Lord McGregor's Aunt," she finished awkwardly. Innis' cheeks flared red, and she bowed, flustered,

"Please forgive me, I didnae wish to offend you. I was given specific instructions to refer to you as I would his Lordship," Marianne raised an eyebrow,

"May I ask who gave you these instructions?"

"Lady McGregor, Ma'am," Innis replied nervously. Marianne considered this for a moment, then chuckled and nodded. She was far more at ease with the idea of Griselda having made such a request than she would have been if her son had done so. Innis tentatively met her gaze again, and Marianne gestured to the small table near the window.

"Please, come in," she said with a smile. Innis nodded, a faint smile on her lips, and shuffled over to the table.

"Do you like black tea, my…excuse me, Miss…"

"Marianne, please, and yes thank you,"

"Miss Marianne," Innis smiled and gave a short nod, then busied herself with pouring the tea and setting out a variety of scones and crumpets, as well as fresh strawberry jam.

"There are sugar and milk, if you take them," she added, setting out an ivory cup adorned with dainty flowers and leaves, and a matching saucer. Marianne thanked her and settled at the table, and a moment later Innis was all business.

"Breakfast will be in the dining room at 9 o'clock. High tea is taken in the main parlor at two, and dinner is served at seven. Her ladyship requested that you meet with her after breakfast to discuss the days' menus," she eyed Marianne's trunks,

"I will see to it that your things are unpacked before noon. Now then," she opened each of the trunks one by one, examining the contents briefly, until she found the ones that contained Marianne's gowns and petticoats,

"Do you have a particular garment in mind for this morning, or shall I lay something out for you?" Marianne could feel the warmth emanating from her cheeks; she was unaccustomed to such attention and grandeur, but knew it would be prudent to acclimate herself sooner rather than later

"The lavender one, please," she gestured to the gown resting at the top of the nearest trunk, "It's my favorite," she said sheepishly. Upon the creation of her arrangement with Silvia, she had been gifted with an entirely new wardrobe, a kindness which shocked and overwhelmed her. She had tried to politely object, but Aunt Plum had insisted with a fierce finality. Marianne had never had such opulence devoted to her, and it made her dizzy just to think of it. Silvia had impeccable taste; all the gowns were stunning and fashionable, but the comfort and sweetness of this one-a gift from her sister-were, to her mind, incomparable.

"Very well Miss, I shall draw your bath now." Innis smiled and curtsied before disappearing into the washroom.

Lord McGregor woke with a start, frantic to escape the warm, knowing stare of Marianne's brown doe eyes. They had invaded his dreams and made him feel completely vulnerable. Years of harsh words and poignant solitude had trained him to both fear and despise the wandering eyes of others, meeting their gazes with a practiced disdain. It had been an age since anyone had looked at him with such honesty.

He called for his valet to bring him tea and draw him a bath, already angry with himself for allowing such a creature as Miss Faedelle to affect him so greatly as to appear in his head while he slept. _Foolish old sod_, he berated himself silently, running a hand through his mussed hair. He bathed and dressed quickly, leaving his mind no time to wander, and drew a deep breath before exiting his chambers, letting it out slowly as he descended to the second floor.

As he reached the bottom step, he followed the banister around to right toward the grand staircase, where he was promptly stopped in his tracks.

Across the landing, emerging from _that room_, was Miss Faedelle. She wore a lovely, simple day dress that cascaded pleasantly from her slender waist into wide tiers half way down. The contrast of the pale purple gown against her soft brown curls, gathered and pinned behind her head, caused his heart to beat loudly in his ears. She turned to close the door behind her, and Bog could see a long stray curl falling freely down her back, flirting with ribbon tied at her waist; he gulped, then cleared his throat, announcing his presence. Heaven forbid she should catch him leering at her, the gargoyle that he was. She would likely be so disgusted that she would likely demand to leave immediately and never see Windcrest again, whatever his Aunt might have to say about it.

She turned and met his gaze once again, and it took quite a bit of strength for him not to avert his eyes. To his genuine surprise, she gave him a companionable smile as she approached the top of the staircase. He bowed out of habit, and forced himself forward. He clasped his hands behind his back as he neared her, suddenly finding himself completely unsure of what to do or say. As they reached each other, she curtsied, and his senses returned to him long enough to remind him to extend his hand to her as she rose. She placed her hand in his as she had done the day before, and before he could reason with himself, he lifted it gingerly to his lips and kissed it softly. Her skin was warm, and she smelled of flowers after fresh rain, but this discovery fled his mind as he froze once more, realizing what he'd done.

He bit his tongue as punishment for such a presumptuous gambit, and straightened himself, releasing her hand. He dared to meet her eyes, and was taken aback be her expression. Her eyes were wide, as surprised as he was himself, but there was no disgust, no dismay. Instead, unabated curiosity flooded her features for a moment, then she looked down bashfully and hummed a small laugh. Bog took the opportunity to shake his head, willing reason to return. _She did_nae_ enjoy that_, he assured himself firmly. When had be become such a complete imbecile?

"Good morning, my Lord," she chirped, having apparently gathered her senses faster than he.

"Good morning, Miss Faedelle," he replied, thanking heaven for the small mercy of not having to have initiated pleasantries. They descended as she spoke again,

"Has there been any word from Silvia on when she will arrive?"

"Aye, as it happens," Bog said, relieved that he didn't have to suffer through an awkward silence, "I received a letter from my Aunt this morning informing me of a delay in her travels. She's been called to the North of England for some business, and I dare say that she willnae be here for a month at least," he glanced down at her and noted that her expression had become vacant.

She stopped halfway down the stairs, and Bog continued for a few steps before turning to inquire after her thoughts on the matter. From his current position, he could see her face more clearly, and realized with a twist of his stomach that she looked terrified. She stared blankly forward, eyes wide, brow furrowed, looking utterly helpless. For the third time that day, Bog scolded himself. Of course she was afraid, for who did she have? His Aunt Plum had given him a full account of her family situation; parents both deceased, sister married and living an entire country away. Plum was the entire reason the young woman had ventured here, and now she was gone as well. For all intents and purposes, the only person Miss Faedelle had to rely on in any capacity at this point was…

"Me," he mumbled quietly, fear surging through him. And if he turned her out of him home, what would become of her? The very idea was ludicrous, or at the very least impractical. A handsome young woman with no familial ties to him or otherwise living in his house, left to her own devices and forced to share her days with _him_? The implications could ruin her, but he supposed that anyone who knew of her current whereabouts had already assumed the worst. He did not wish to inflict anymore hardship upon her, but the sudden desire to rid her eyes of such sadness persuaded him to action. It would only last until Plum arrived, after all.

He took a step toward her, lifting himself up to her height, and spoke to her softly,

"Miss Faedelle," She didn't look up. She didn't seem to have even heard him.

"Miss…Marianne," he said, a bit louder, and her head snapped up.

_Delayed?_ Marianne repeated to herself. _An entire month?_ Her smile fell fast, and the hardships of the past few months crept back into her mind, knotting her stomach and throwing her heartbeat into chaos. She froze on the stairs, unable to make herself move forward another step for fear of Lord McGregor's words reducing her to tears. She was only vaguely aware of him when he stopped the watch her. She would have to leave Windcrest, that much was certain. No Gentleman or Lord in his right mind would permit her to simply live in his home unwed and of such inferior birth. She had been a gentleman's daughter once, but as far as anyone knew now, she was utterly disgraced, a fact that had nothing whatsoever to do with her current host's generosity. She would not trespass on his kindness a moment longer than necessary, she decided. He had no reason to keep her here if Silvia wasn't going to fulfill her part of their arrangement, and she doubted his small, rather affectionate gesture moments earlier had signified anything to the contrary.

Knowing this, she was sufficiently alarmed when her name suddenly met her ear in a pleasantly low tone, and she jerked her head up with a start to see Lord McGregor at eye-level with her, his expression one of great concern. His eyes were so alluringly blue.

"Marianne?"

"Y-yes? Forgive me, I…" she stammered, turning from him to make her way back to her room, "I fear, in light of the circumstances, I must take my leave of this place," She started back up the stairs, only to be stopped by a large hand around her wrist. She looked back, startled, and found the Lord McGregor was staring at her, looking lost and younger than he'd appeared the previous day.

"Please," he said, releasing her hand and clearing his throat, "Please…forgive me, but I am a man of my word," he began, hesitating for a brief moment, "If you would choose to leave, I will not stop you. You are free to go where you like, and return when my Aunt arrives," his countenance was calm, but there was worry in his eyes and furrowed brow.

"However," he continued, "If you would choose to stay here until she arrives and can fulfill our arrangement, then I would be honored to have you here as my guest," his gaze had fallen midway through his discourse, but there was such genuineness in the way he spoke that Marianne found his introversion charming. Simultaneously, she was caught completely off guard by his offer.

"You would," Lord McGregor looked up at her as she spoke, "truly allow me to stay here? With you?" An air of hurt crossed her host's features,

"If you would rather stay elsewhere, I would happily pay for a room at the inn," he added, sounding disheartened. Marianne amended her question.

"What I mean to ask is, you— "

"Bog, dear? Marianne? Where have you gone?" Lord McGregor went red, and the two turned to see Griselda waddling out of the dining room below them. She stopped when she saw them, and gave them each a meaningful look before continuing,

"I've just heard the news about poor Silvia! Such bad luck, dear, of all the times to be called away! Well donnae you fret about it, we're happy to keep you here with us! Aren't we dear?" she gave Bog a pointed look, and he sighed, surprising both ladies with a faint smile.

"Aye, mother," he looked back at Marianne, "We would be delighted." Marianne's heart was overflowing with gratitude as she beamed at both of them.

"I cannot thank either of you enough for the sacrifices you're making on my account. From the bottom of my heart, I am truly grateful," Griselda began to wave off her comment again, but instead grabbed Marianne's hand excitedly,

"Oh, I have a lovely idea! While you're here with us, perhaps you could lend a hand in helping prepare the estate for my sister's arrival? I could use someone to keep an eye on the garden while it's being revived," she suggested "and I should think the greenhouse will be in need of a bit of color! Is that not a splendid thought?"

"Indeed," Marianne replied, "I must say, it's a very fine idea,"

The conversation over breakfast consisted mainly of Griselda discussing the details of her plans for the garden. It was an inspired endeavor, and Marianne seemed pleased to be able to make use of herself during the interlude.

Bog said little, but remained pleasant, especially when Marianne would glance his way across the breakfast table and give him a shy smile. He had never felt so helplessly conflicted in his entire life. Pleased as he was for her happiness and willingness to remain in his home instead of occupying the town inn, his inner voice was screaming, begging him to resist the urge to become any more involved with the young woman.

He knew himself well enough to know that he wouldn't heed even his own warnings if he wasn't careful, and that he would regret it. He knew that one day he would slip up, get too close, and become hopelessly lost in her eyes as she broke his heart. He let the inevitability sink in and consume him, and soon his passive grin had twisted into a miserable snarl. Marianne gave him a questioning look as he stood stiffly and excused himself from the table, refusing to meet her gaze. Griselda watched him go with a sigh of frustration. Why couldn't the poor man let himself be happy?

There had been a time, years ago, when a handsome woman of his acquaintance had drawn him in with wistful looks and false smiles, and it had ruined him. His own selfish masochism would have him wasting away from the inside out if he ever afforded it the opportunity, and he didn't believe himself capable of bearing it a second time.


	3. Chapter 3 - A Friendship Forged

Marianne stared at the garden from the faded frame of Windcrest's rear entrance, wondering if perhaps she had taken on too great a task. From the ground level, she had discovered a deteriorated patio beneath the mangled thicket of vines and unkempt shrubs. The paving stones were cracked and sun-bleached, and many had been displaced over the years by the roots of surrounding plants and weeds. Hints of a system of intersecting paths branching out from the patio toward the greenhouse on the other side of the garden helped Marianne imagine the initial layout of the place. There was, to say the least, _much_ to be done.

She tread carefully along the clearest of the walkways, finding crumbling fountains and buried brick flower boxes. The vines, it seemed, were serving their original purpose of providing a certain wild charm to the Manor; they had simply been left to their own devices for far too long, and taken it upon themselves to sprawl about as they saw fit. They're long grasping fingers splayed, scratching at the windows might be a cry for attention, Marianne mused as she continued her trek. It wasn't far to the back wall of the garden; the space was actually rather small when one considered the size of the rest of the estate, but Marianne found it to be of a cozy size, one meant only for a certain few, which she could only describe as intimate.

She made her way along the garden wall, circling back toward the greenhouse, when she reached a tall iron gate. She perched herself up on her toes and peered through the vines. On the other side were the expansive lawns and forests that she had passed upon her arrival at Windcrest nearly a week prior. She was greatly relieved to see a long parade of lumber and mason's carts approaching on the same road, eager to finally have something to occupy her time besides reading, sewing, and planning. There was a certain feeling of accomplishment and pride that one felt when seeing the fruit of their labors come to life before their eyes, and Marianne had been going mad with anticipation for the day when the garden would be conquered. She recalled a similar feeling enveloping her in her youth when she would master a new piece of music on her mother's pianoforte; a dream realized, an endeavor rewarded.

The wind carried the sound of Griselda's voice to Marianne's ears, and she cut quickly back through the tangled brush and back into the house. The garden lay beyond the dusty, full-length windows of a grand, unused ballroom, which was an odd choice, to Marianne's mind, as the garden itself seemed to be specifically intended for private use. The ballroom was comparably large, and as she swept across the empty dance floor, she spun herself around a few times, picturing the nights of lavishness that must passed in this hall.

She had attended many country balls, mostly at the persistent request of her younger sister, but had since resigned herself to a life with a decided lack of dancing. Sadness and unease squeezed her heart for a moment as she realized that she no longer saw the point in such trivialities. There had been many a time when she had longed to dance, felt the sweet ache of desire as a familiar pair of arms encircled her and whisked her across polished marble floors. Fate had seen to it that the ache swiftly turned into a staggering pain, worsened still by the final blow of being turned out of her late parents' home by a snide, conniving beast of a man. Marianne grimaced at the thought of how much she had loved him, and how blind she had been. Griselda was shocked to see such a harsh look afflicting Marianne's delicate features.

"What on earth is the matter, dear? Are you quite alright?" she fretted as Marianne came to her side, replacing the scowl with an amiable grin,

"Yes, quite. Forgive me, I'm afraid I became rather lost in my thoughts," she admitted.

"Quite alright, dear," Griselda replied then added quietly, "For a moment I feared Barnabas' bad habits were taking you in," before letting out a short, musical laugh. She prattled on about the carts and supplies as they made their way out to the driveway to watch the arrival of the laborers and landscapers. Marianne smiled politely, if half-heartedly, as she thought of Lord McGregor. Since their somewhat awkward encounter on the staircase the day after her arrival, her host seemed to have removed himself entirely from the goings on of his home. He took meals in his study, and had forgone all discussions on the plans for his garden. She felt quite at fault for his sour disposition, despite him openly welcoming her to stay with him.

At that time, he had shown her such courtesy and concern as to thoroughly confuse her. It had been as though the man she had met upon her arrival had melted away to reveal a gentleman as amiable and pleasant as any she'd yet known. She found it foolish how her hopes had soared for their amity during breakfast, having watched them come crashing down to earth as she had seen his smile retreat suddenly beneath a scowl.

There appeared to her to be a part of himself that he chose to hide away from others, a side he had inexplicably let slip that day, and since kept under secure lock and key. It intrigued his young guest to no end, and she found herself wanting to know him better, to talk with him and discover what sort of person he really was. Perhaps he would speak to her if she asked, she thought, a bit overly hopeful, based on her limited acquaintance with the man. Or perhaps he would think her daft and change his mind about allowing her to stay. Her reverie was broken as Griselda suddenly called out loudly,

"Bog, dear, how lovely to see you today!" She chirped, and Marianne looked up to see Lord McGregor striding toward them looking determined and oddly anxious.

"Good day mother," he gave the older woman a polite bow, and shifted his gaze to Marianne, "Miss Faedelle," he bowed again, then quickly straightened up and squared his shoulders.

"Forgive the interruption, but would you do me the honor of walking with me for a spell?" Marianne stared at him, surprised, as he offered her his arm. She searched his face for a clue as to his intentions, and though his expression was calm, in his eyes were chaos and confusion. Her heart fluttered in a strange manner as she tentatively slipped her hand into the crook of his arm, and mumbled an absentminded apology to Griselda as they started down the drive.

Bog had discovered the hard way that he was every bit the pathetic sod he'd told himself he was. His behavior over the past week had been more abhorrent than his first meeting with his young guest, and he was sure she must despise him by now. What sort of man or lord could he claim to be when he deemed it acceptable to hide from the woman like a child? He had tried so very hard to convince himself that she was the uneducated, ill-mannered tripe he had imagined upon first hearing his Aunt's absurd proposal, but it was proving quite an impossibility.

Over the past week, in light of his blatant absence from any household meetings and financial decisions, his mother had taken it upon herself to request Miss Faedelle's assistance with such matters. His mother had brought him the monthly expenses to approve, accounting for the impressive sum he was dedicating to the restoration of the garden, and he had been shocked to see how well Marianne had budgeted for the project. One or two overheard conversations between she and his mother about the state of the thriving economy in Scotland, her impressive knowledge of tradition and music, and her unwavering amiability despite his discourtesy had him positively reeling. Plum had been entirely misinformed about Marianne in every possible way, no doubt gathering her so called information from the local gossip and blather, and he found it impossible to ignore his guest any longer.

He forced himself to at the very least appear calm as he approached the two ladies, an impressive feat considering he had not had to face Miss Faedelle's captivating, perceptive gaze for several days. He had planned to give her a well-deserved apology and express his wishes to become better acquainted with her yet, if she would have his company. As he neared them, however, his mother's excitedly smug expression had him dreading her being an audience to his discomfiture. Without thinking, he offered his arm, and his heart thumped loudly as Miss Faedelle looked at him with those warm, penetrating eyes, no doubt able to see clearly the confusion raging within him. By an utter miracle she took his arm, and he let out a slow, uneven breath as they headed down the drive together.

They walked in silence for a few minutes, Bog making sure they were well out of sight and earshot of his mother. The mid-morning sun, rather uncommon this time of year—almost any time of year, really—blinked down at them between the leaves of the birch trees as they mirrored they're path. Unable to stand the silence for another moment, Bog opened his mouth to speak, only to swallow his words as Marianne spoke first,

"I hope I have not been any trouble, my Lord," she said softly, not looking at him.

"Nae, certainly not," he replied, perhaps too hastily.

"Truly?" she prodded, making Bog despise himself even more for making her believe something so ridiculous.

"I assure you, Miss Faedelle, you havenae caused me any hardship," _at least not in the way to which she is referring_, he remedied internally. In truth, he was in utter turmoil, and it was completely her doing. He glanced sideways at her, unable to decipher her thoughts from her expression. Clearing his throat, he took advantage of her silence,

"I had hoped that you would permit me to apologize for my incivility," he spoke slowly, pushing himself to make his sentiments as clear as possible, "Both upon your arrival, and during the past several days. I…" he paused, searching for the right words, "…I am no' accustomed to amiability in strangers. I havenae been fortunate enough to keep any pleasant company or acquaintance outside of what little family I still possess," he admitted, still watching her face as he spoke, "I sincerely apologize," Marianne kept her gaze fixed forward, but her voice had an air of renewed curiosity,

"May I inquire as to the reason for this imposed solitude?" she asked boldly. She did not mince her words, which he could certainly appreciate. He sighed, supposing that she had the right to know at least a little about the man with whom she was living.

"Did my mother happen to tell you that I was married once?" he asked, seeing the answer in her surprised expression before she spoke,

"No, she did not mention it, my Lord," Bog nodded and continued,

"Aye, well, it was brief, I'm afraid…she passed away some years ago," he caught Marianne's pained look as she finally peered up at him,

"I'm so sorry, my Lord," she whispered, clearly moved in some fashion by this development. He tilted his head slightly so as to get a better look at her face, and saw that her eyes were filled to the brim with sadness and empathy. She knew loss well, he remembered. He shook his head,

"She was ill, and there was nothing to be done. I loved her dearly, but…" his expression darkened, and the two paused on the path as it rounded the side of the house.

"Yes, my Lord?" Marianne inquired after a few moments of silence, and Bog smiled sadly,

"The disease took her mind, you see. She forgot who I was entirely. She became…frightened of me," his chest tightened he spoke, remembering the cruelness of the heartbreak she'd inflicted upon him, though he knew it was hardly her own fault.

Bog hadn't realized that he'd balled his hand into a fist until he felt the sudden warmth of Marianne's hand on his, and a gentle squeeze where she still held his arm. He looked down at her hand where it lay, and reached up to take it. For a split second he had half a mind to swat her away, but instead he brought his hand down softly upon hers, patting it appreciatively. There was no practicality in shunning a kindred spirit.

Lord McGregor's large hand was pleasant as it patted hers gently, seeming to express the thanks he could not articulate. Marianne certainly knew the deep, searing pain of loss; she'd been at her mother's bedside when she'd left them. The sting of a loved one's death never truly leaves one's heart or mind. It is an obstacle to be conquered every waking moment, and often times one cannot help but surrender to the misery it inflicts upon them. She mourned for her mother and father every day, to some degree, and while it had broken her heart to lose them, the betrayal by her former fiancé had devastated her completely. She had bent and bent until she broke, and he had left her to pick up the pieces alone.

After meeting Silvia, Marianne had begun to feel as though she were slowly healing, and having the opportunity to bring the garden at Windcrest back to life had greatly helped mend the holes she felt aching inside her. Where before there were raw, shuddering surges of grief, she now felt a more manageable, if occasionally persistent, pang of embarrassment and regret. For this reason, she had made a habit of forcing herself to keep busy, and stop her mind from wandering.

She and Lord McGregor differed in this way, she thought; she had been taught and encouraged to pick herself up and become stronger by learning from her mistakes, whereas the man she was coming to know seemed to lack the determination to move on from his misfortunes. Granted, she had never lost a spouse, but she had begun to believe that, perhaps, she could help him rediscover his happiness the way his generosity was doing so for her. Marianne gave her host an encouraging smile, and they set forth on the walking path once more.

"I believe I understand you a little better now, my Lord" she mused as they strolled. Lord McGregor balked, but appeared to decide that he rather enjoyed the idea,

"Is that so?" he replied, noting her rather amused tone.

"Yes, it is, sir, and in light of this, I would like to make a request,"

"Oh?" he questioned hesitantly. They stopped walking once more, and Marianne turned to face him. She gathered her courage and spoke with all the confidence she could muster,

"I would very much like to be able to call you my friend," she said, suddenly feeling shy with Lord McGregor's surprised stare fixed upon her. It was a similar look to the one he'd given her that morning on the stairs; concern and helplessness. She elaborated in an attempt to reassure him of her meaning,

"I suppose what I mean is, well…" her cheeks reddened as she realized she didn't quite know exactly _what_ she meant, "I can…listen," she said slowly, "If you should wish to…to speak," Lord McGregor quirked an eyebrow, an amused grin spreading across his face, "to me," Marianne added for good measure. He startled her with a low laugh which he tried and failed to hide by coughing. As he sputtered and chuckled behind his hand, he ran his fingers absentmindedly down his cheeks to his chin and flashed her an elated smile. His blues eyes were bright, and long unseen laugh lines crinkled in the corners. It was a stunning transformation, and Marianne realized with a loud _thump_ of her heart that she found him very handsome.

"I would very much enjoy a friend," he said as he recovered, "to listen while I speak," Marianne smiled sweetly in return, and took Lord McGregor's arm once again as they resumed their turn about the estate.

In the hours that followed the insight into their understanding of each other, Marianne and Lord McGregor spoke with the landscaper at length about the plans for the garden. Despite his absence from other such discussions, Marianne was impressed with how well-informed her host already was. No doubt Griselda had kept him up to date during her visits with him, and as the day neared its end, he seemed as enthralled as she with its impending metamorphosis.

As dinner arrived, however, his apprehension had returned noticeably. His leg began to shake nervously as the meal progressed, and Marianne prayed that he would not run away again. She tried to smile at him encouragingly, but all this seemed to accomplish was painting a subtle red hue onto his cheeks. She had asked him if he would be joining them for meals again, and while she was pleased that he had confirmed his continued attendance, she felt guilty that he was enduring such discomfort simply to please her.

The meal came to an end, and Lord McGregor looked ready to flee. She ventured a glance at Griselda, who merely shrugged sadly. Marianne's eyes flitted around the dining room, searching for something…_there must be _something _I can do_, she thought. Still trying to avoid meeting Lord McGregor's eyes, her gaze landed on a smooth wooden surface in the room directly behind him, and an idea blossomed in her head. It made her exceedingly nervous, but she stood, excusing herself, and took calm, measured steps toward the grand pianoforte. She was relieved when only Griselda turned to discover where she was off to, and the older woman gave her a joyous grin.

As Marianne reached the pianoforte, she brushed its surface with her fingertips, remembering her mother. She sat down on the cushioned bench and began to flip through the sheet music that was haphazardly piled on a nearby table. Her mother had played beautifully. When Marianne was young, her mother would sit her on her lap and play her lullabies when she'd had a bad dream. After she had perished, Marianne had done the same for her young sister, Dawn, and even her father at times. There was a chance, she supposed, that it would help the poor, scared man in the dining room calm himself and feel at ease. She found a piece she was familiar with entitled "Liebstraum", and laid it out, stretching her hands before touching her fingers to the ivory keys.

The music that broke his panicked reverie was sweet and soft, and undeniably melancholy, played as though the pianist was dying of a broken heart, longing for something long ago lost. He sat frozen for several moments, unable to do anything but listen as the melody wound its way around his heart and squeezed. As the tempo increased and the melody became more complex, he found the strength to stand, and turned to fix his eyes on the person playing instrument. He was mesmerized by the sight of Marianne perched at the piano, the song she played flowing through her with incredible finesse and passion. Her eyes appeared to be closed, save for when they flitted up from the keys to briefly look over the sheet music.

He moved slowly toward her, drawn in by the raw emotion she imparted through the music as she played. The melody morphed again into something bittersweet and heartbreaking as Marianne's fingers moved deftly over the keys, and too soon it had ended as sweetly and sadly as it had begun. He watched as her fingers withdrew from the glimmering keys, and as her eyes met his, she smiled at him tentatively,

"Are you alright, sir?" she inquired quietly, and his stomach flipped pleasantly.

"I…aye, I…" he stammered, collecting his scattered thoughts, "I am…fine," he blinked, smiling in wonderment, "Very fine indeed."


End file.
